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During the first three weeks of September, in separate marches through the capital, groups of
women, students, bank workers and union members, demanded the ouster of Gen. Antonio Manuel
Noriega. Smaller protests continue almost daily. The country's opposition newspapers, which
were ordered shut in July, remain closed. Foreign correspondents for United Press International
and the Cable News Network have been expelled. Television and radio coverage of local news is
restricted. At least three demonstrators have been killed and hundreds have been wounded or
imprisoned since the current wave of protests began in June. The government has issued arrest
warrants for six opposition leaders, including the president of the Chamber of Commerce, Aurelio
Barria. Two have left the country and the others, who are in hiding, are reportedly considering
doing so. The crisis has had severe economic effects in Panama. The National Banking Commission
says $1 billion has been transferred out of Panamanian banks since June. According to diplomats,
the government has enough money to pay the salaries of public employees, but not to meet other
financial obligations. Government officials characterize the protests as a movement of wealthy
businessmen seeking to oust a government they cannot control. Noriega has estimated the number
of Panamanians actively opposed to his rule as no more than 5,000. The government blames the
US for fomenting disturbances in Panama. Noriega and his supporters say Washington's plan is
to create chaos so that it will have an excuse to break its promise to turn the Panama Canal over to
Panama at the turn of the century. In mid-September, US Ambassador to Panama, Arthur Davis,
delivered a strong protest note to the government two weeks ago when a US diplomat, David Miller,
was arrested and held for eight hours after a protest rally. Davis said Miller was observing the rally,
but newspapers portrayed him as an instigator. Sept. 23: Panama's National Council of Organized
Workers (CONATO) organized a march to the Presidential House, where leaders presented a
list of demands to government representatives. CONATO coordinator Jose Antonio Parra said
the demands included a plan to reduce unemployment and price inflation. Parra said CONATO
statistics show rising unemployment since 1979; at present, unemployment is estimated at 10% of
the work force. According to the labor organization, the current economic crisis is the result of the
government's acceptance of prescriptions by the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World
Bank. Leader of the Banana Workers Union, Alvaro Munoz, said Panama paid $800 million in debt
service payments last year, equivalent to nearly half the national budget. He added that the foreign
debt has grown to $6 billion, despite the government's timely adherence to all IMF policy measures,
such as privatization of state firms, price liberalization and changes in the labor code, among others.
According to pro-government newspaper CRITICA, leaders of the country's opposition coalition,
called the National Civic Crusade, have agreed to lease four military bases to the US after the turn
of the century in exchange for Washington's support in their bid to gain control of the government.
The same leaders reportedly also pledged Panamanian participation in armed conflict in Central
America and in other "low intensity conflicts" that may occur in Latin America. The newspaper
said its sources for this expose derived from the Crusade. Sept. 24: Foreign Minister Jorge Abadia
Arias accused the US of deploying combat troops in the Panamanian capital for purposes of "direct
intervention in our internal affairs." The Cabinet adopted a resolution supporting his allegation.
US diplomats said the charge was based on the arrival of 27 uniformed but unarmed officers for a
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routine briefing at the US Embassy. The US Senate passed a non-binding resolution by unanimous
vote (97-0) that proposes a "nonmilitary transition government in Panama within 45 days." The
resolution states that the US should cease all economic and military aid; suspend all shipments of
military equipment and spare parts to the Panamanian government and its institutions or entities;
prohibit the import of Panamanian sugar products to the US, reassigning Panama's US market
quota to other countries. Adoption of the above measures is proposed unless the government within
a 45-day period: demonstrates "substantial progress" in its efforts to guarantee civilian control over
the armed forces by means of separating the Panamanian Defense Forces and its leaders from nonmilitary institutions and activities; and, undertakes an "independent investigation" of alleged illegal
activities by members of the armed forces. The resolution was introduced by Christopher Dodd (DCT), chairman of the Foreign Relations Subcommittee on Western Hemisphere Affairs. In Panama,
the resolution was considered a personal threat to President Eric Arturo Delvalle, whose wealth
is based on his family sugar business. CONATO leader Jose Antonio Parra said the organization
would wait until Sept. 30 for a response by the government to its demands. If the government fails
to act, he added, CONATO will undertake a series of actions, beginning with two-hour per day work
stoppages, and leading to an indefinite general strike. Sept. 27: In a statement, the Panamanian
government issued a list of US violations of bilateral agreement, and asserted that Panama will not
tolerate new "interventionist actions." The communique reiterated the government's claim that a
destabilization campaign is underway which seeks to replace current officials with a puppet regime
committed to prevent Panama's takeover of the Canal in 2000. On Sept. 24, said the document,
more than 100 US troops traveled by bus to the US Embassy, in violation of the Canal Zone treaty
which permits the presence of US military personnel only for defense of the Canal. On the same
day, according to the statement, a Black Hawk UH-60 helicopter violated Panamanian airspace
and landed seven miles from the Hato River airport, headquarters of a Panamanian military
unit. Meanwhile, said the communique, US Ambassador Davis and his secretary John Maisto,
were hosting a luncheon meeting with opposition leaders at the Maisto residence. Davis had not
previously informed the foreign ministry of the meeting. The statement denounced participation in
Crusade activities by Ambassador Davis, US diplomats, and US members of the Canal Commission.
Sept. 26: Residents of Tocumen, a poor neighborhood, marched through the streets in Panama City
carrying placards and waving white banners, calling for the ouster of Gen. Noriega. (Basic data from
several reports by PRENSA LATINA, AFP)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

